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Computer Era Arrives For TOEFL in 1998:  
Mouse To Replace Pencil For International Stu-

dents 2 
Beginning in Summer, 1998, students taking the Test of English as a Fo-

reign Language (TOEFL®) in many countries will leave their No. 2 pencils behind 
and use a computer instead. This change is part of an evolutionary effort to crea-
te a new and better generation of English proficiency tests. 

The transition of TOEFL to computer is part of a project called TOEFL 
2000 which began in 1993. It reflects the beliefs of the TOEFL Policy Council and 
Educational Testing Service (ETS®) that the computer offers new opportunities 
for better English proficiency assessment that is more responsive to test takers 
and score users. Use of performance-based questions will also provide schools 
with better information about an international student’s ability to understand and 
use English. 

The computer-based TOEFL will be administered in four sections: Liste-
ning, Structure, Reading and Writing. Most sections will have new or improved 
question types by using computer technology. 

The Listening section will continue to measure the test taker’s ability to 
understand English as it is spoken in North America, including frequently used 
vocabulary, expressions and grammar. With the computer-based version, test 
takers will now listen to dialogues, talks and group discussions through personal 
headphones while they see context-setting visuals on the computer screen. 

The Structure section will measure the ability to recognize language that is 
appropriate for standard written English. The Reading section will still use pas-
sages to measure the ability to understand non-technical reading material, but 
new tasks that require the test taker to become more closely involved with the 
text have been developed. The Writing section will measure the person’s ability 
to generate, organize and support ideas using standard written English in an es-
say. In order not to disadvantage people who lack keyboard skills, test takers 
may handwrite or type the essay. The essay rating will now be combined with the 
Structure section score to create a compiled Structure/Writing scaled score. The 
essay rating will constitute one-half of the Structure/Writing scaled score. 

Another improvement is that the Listening and Structure sections will be 
computer adaptive. Test takers receive questions that are appropriate for their 
performance level. The section begins with a question of average difficulty. If the 
                                                        
2 Information supplied by the Educational Testing Service, P. O. Box 6155, Princeton, NJ 
08541-6155, U.S.A. For updated information on the computer-based TOEFL, please 
check the TOEFL Web site at www.toefl.org. 
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test taker answers the question correctly, the next question will be one that fulfills 
the test design and will typically be of the same or higher difficulty level. If the test 
taker answers incorrectly, the next question will be one that fulfills the test design 
and will typically be of the same or lower difficulty level. Thus, all subsequent 
questions presented are based in part on the test taker’s performance on pre-
vious questions and in part on the test design. 

Computer-based TOEFL will be offered worldwide at Sylvan Technology 
Centers®, specified university test centers, ETS field offices and other locations 
worldwide. Testing will be available year-round at more than 300 test centers 
around the world. Test takers will make appointments by calling either their local 
test center or Regional Registration Center. The appointments can be made 
within a few days of testing. However, test takers should consider admission 
deadlines and call early to maximize chances of getting preferred test dates at 
the most convenient center. 

The entire testing experience will also improve as test takers will sit in pri-
vate carrels where they will use volume-controlled headphones. Score reporting 
will also be faster—students will see partial scores on the screen at the test cen-
ter and official score reports will be sent usually within two weeks of testing. 

Because the content and format of the TOEFL test have changed, scores 
on the computer-based test will be reported on a new score scale. This new sco-
re scale has been designed to distinguish scores received on the computer-
based TOEFL from those received on the paper-based test. For the computer-
based test, the examinee will receive four scaled scores: Listening (O to 30), 
Structure/Writing (O to 30), Reading (O to 30), and a total score (000 to 300). 
The three section scores and a total score will be reported on the score report. 
The essay rating will be integrated in the Structure/Writing score; in addition, the 
score on the essay will be reported as an independent rating on this form. To as-
sist score users in setting new score standards on the new scale, work has 
begun to produce a concordance study and table that will relate scores on the 
computer-based test with those on the paper-based exam. Results of the con-
cordance study and table will be available in the Spring, 1998. 

The TOEFL program has taken steps to assure that an individual’s test 
performance is not influenced by a lack of computer experience. A tutorial, de-
signed especially for non-native speakers of English, has been developed to 
teach the skills needed to take the computer-based TOEFL. The results from a 
study conducted by ETS indicate the tutorial is effective because there was no 
practical difference between the performance of test takers who were familiar 
and unfamiliar with the computer. Additional information on this computer fami-
liarity study will be available in early 1998. 

Although the United States, Canada, Latin America, Europe, the Middle 
East, Africa, Australia, Malaysia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, and In-
donesia will make the transition to computer in 1998, the paper-based test will 



Volume 21, Number 4, Spring Issue 1998                                                                  43 

 

continue to be administered in the other areas in Asia. However, once computer-
based TOEFL is introduced in a country, the paper-based program will be elimi-
nated. ETS plans to complete the transition to computer by the year 2001. 

ETS will provide preparation packages that allow candidates to review the 
tutorial and to practice using sample test questions on the computer. In March, 
1998, The TOEFL Sampler, a free CD-ROM with a tutorial and sample questions 
will be available worldwide; the package will also be downloadable from the 
TOEFL Web site at www.toefl.org. 

To schedule an appointment for the computer-based TOEFL starting July, 
1998, in the following countries or areas, test takers should use the International 
Test Scheduling Form (found in the center of the TOEFL Information Bulletin for 
Computer-Based Testing).  The International Test Scheduling Form can be faxed 
or mailed to the appropriate Regional Registration Center (RRC). The test taker 
can also register by phone with the Regional Registration Center using a VISA, 
MasterCard or American Express card.  Please refer to the TOEFL Information 
Bulletin for Computer-Based Testing for additional registration information.3 
 

                                                        
3 Latin American and Caribbean (For candidates testing in Antigua, Argentina, Aruba, 
Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Bermuda, Bolivia, Brazil, British Virgin Islands, Chile, Co-
lombia, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, 
Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Netherlands Antilles, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, 
Peru, Surinam, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay, and Venezuela): Sylvan Learning Sys-
tems International Ltd., P.O. Box 38502, Baltimore, Maryland 21231, USA. Telephone: 
1-410-843-8160. Fax: 1-410-843-8569. 
 


